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Defense Minister Rafael Pardo has announced the creation of two special commissions to draft
proposals for reforming the National Police, wracked by a series of scandals which have severely
eroded public confidence in the institution. The National Police operates under the Defense
Ministry. Pardo gave the two commissions one comprised of police officials and the other
representing political and business leaders 40 days to issue recommendations. This is not the first
time the National Police has faced problems stemming from the conduct of its agents. In fact, at
least 1,430 police officers have been dismissed since the beginning of this year for offenses including
abuse of authority, accepting bribes, and involvement in drug trafficking. Nonetheless, a series of
recent events have raised the public outcry for police reforms to an unprecedented level. In part,
the crisis currently affecting the institution can be traced to the July 1992 escape of Medellin drug
trafficking cartel leader Pablo Escobar. Escobar walked away from a prison in Envigado, which was
guarded by National Police and Army troops. Lingering questions as to the level of police complicity
in the escape have been further compounded by the inability of a special elite squad comprised
of about 6,000 National Police agents and Army troops to recapture Escobar. The unit has been
pursuing the fugitive since January, backed by promises of US$9 million in rewards for information
leading to his arrest. Widespread public concerns regarding performance of the elite unit were
exacerbated on March 24 when Attorney General Gustavo de Greiff told reporters his office is
investigating charges that members of the unit have received bribes from Escobar in exchange for
information regarding the search operations. Although he acknowledged that the accusations were
"vague," De Greiff insisted that the elite unit's inability to apprehend Escobar was attributable to
"corruption, bribe-taking and cowardice." De Greiff's statements provoked a wave of criticisms
by senior military officers who blasted the Attorney General for his "vague" accusations. In a
public letter, the armed forces' top commanders warned that De Greiff's statements could lead to
"divisions within the military institution." Still, the military commanders said they agreed that the
Attorney General's office should conduct an "in-depth investigation" into the allegations. Another
element contributing to the crisis atmosphere surrounding the National Police was the recent
discovery of the body of a nine year-old girl in the toilet of a Bogota police station. The girl, who
had come to the station to visit her father a police officer had been raped and strangled. Although
the officer in command of the station and his second in command have been fired and the girl's
father placed under arrest, the case has provoked massive public outcry. (Sources: Reuter, 03/24/93;
Notimex, 03/26/93; Agence France-Presse, 03/23/93, 03/25/93, 03/26/93; Spanish news service EFE,
03/24-27/93)
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